This article reports on initial findings of the Template Project, a project researching ways of evaluating post-graduate courses offered through the medium of distance education. It has taken an evaluation tool from industry and re-designed it so that it can apply to distance education courses.The question as to whether or not a tool initially located in the service industries is appropriate for education is examined as are the alternative paradigms of evaluation. A Popperian approach to evaluation is offered as the paradigm within which the Template Project's approach to evaluation should be located.
Introduction
Higher Education, like education itself, is currently a contested area in the UK, even more so as politicians declared it to be one of the main areas that they would focus on to identify differences in their policies in the recent general election. Within the field of Higher Education the question of quality audits has recently assumed greater significance as the Higher Education Funding Council has linked elements of its funding to the quality of the teaching offered in institutions. As a result, evaluation of that teaching now becomes even more significant, in that the results of such evaluations will now feed through to courses not only in the form of improved teaching and learning but also in financial benefits to the institutions concerned. There is a clear need to design a tool which would allow for a more comprehensive, but straightforward, evaluation of courses, but within a paradigm that is acceptable to all those who have a stake in such courses.
A similar problem exists in the world of business, in particular in service industries. Here the issue is how to ensure that there is a close fit between what the business provides and what the customer requires. It is clearly of critical importance to its commercial success that a service operation should be able to evaluate whether its services are in fact meeting the needs of its customers and also be able to alter its services with reasonable confidence that the changes will more closely fit its customers' needs. In this way the business would be able to evaluate its current operations and, equally important, be able to plan successfully for the future.
Evaluating Fit in Service Industries
One approach to this question has been offered by Staughton and Williams (1994) . They reported on a three-year project aimed at devising a tool which would provide a simple visual representation of the fit (or otherwise) of service organizations' 'product' to the expectations of the markets they served. They found that a device called Product Profiling provided a simple graphical method of identifying points at which fit was in some significant way incomplete and it was claimed that the Profile could be made to apply to both manufacturing and service industries. In discussing this last claim they argue that the Product Profile 'does not allow the individual nature of a service operation to be fully reflected' (Staughton and Williams, 1994: 82) and that there are many conceptual differences in the service industries, as compared to manufacturing, which hinge on the uniquely inter-personal nature of the service, as opposed to an inanimate manufactured product offered.
In particular, service industries appear to have a wider interpretation of the notion of 'fit' which goes beyond the manufacturing industries' conception. For a manufacturer 'fit' can be defined in terms of the business and its market's needs, these last being identified by the business itself. Staughton and Williams propose that in service industries 'fit' should be defined in a way 'which compares the actual service experienced by the customer with their expectation of that service' (Staughton and Williams, 1994: 83) . The Service Template is developed from the Product Profile so that it meets this definition, whilst at the same time being easy to use and understand. Finally, the Service Template is then offered for consideration as a generic tool which is applicable across the broad spectrum of service industries.
The Service Template in the University Context
Let us assume for a moment that Higher Education is indeed an example of a service industry. Two questions immediately arise. What would be the objective of using a service template? How would a service template operate in a university setting?
The Objective of a Higher Education Service Template
The main purpose of such a Higher Education service template would be to identify and then compare the closeness of fit between the expectations and actual experiences of students on their courses. In addition it should be possible to produce a further comparison between what staff themselves expect from a course they Gilroy et al.: The Evaluation of Course Quality designed and taught and what in fact their actual experience of that course and its teaching might be. In this way the two central elements of any course, its learning and its teaching, would be identified and thus made available for a thoroughgoing analysis. Moreover, unlike other forms of evaluation it would be possible to distinguish between what was expected and what was actually provided, from both the students' and the tutors' perspectives. The on-course and post-course analysis of the students' perceptions of fit allows for both formative and summative evaluation respectively: the analysis of tutors' perception of fit would make available information that would allow for course development and review.
The Operation of a Higher Education Service Template
One important assumption in the notion of service templates is that gaps exist between what a customer expects and what they are actually provided with. These have been identified by Parsuraman et al. (1985) in terms of a service quality model, with five significant gaps identified (Figure 1 ).
It can readily be seen that the customer has various ways of identifying the service they expect which may well be very different from that which they actually Evaluation 5(1) Figure 
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Adapted from Parsuraman et al., 1985 perceive as being delivered to them. In addition, there are important gaps in the service provider's section of the model, not least that between what the service managers believe are their customers' expectations and what in fact those expectations actually happen to be.
There are obvious parallels between this model of a service industry's gaps and those that exist in Higher Education. For example, Parsuraman et al.'s Gap 1 can be rephrased as a problem of fit between student expectations and a course team's intentions (as expressed through their design of the course), and Gap 5 is obviously best related to what students expect and actually receive from a course. The point about identifying these gaps is that it is critical to the success of the service industry concerned to close them in order that customers might be properly satisfied and the industry itself succeed.
If we concentrate for a moment on student expectations and perceptions of a course (Gap 5) then the advantages of a service template to Higher Education become clear. If tutors were to use the service template to identify and then examine the profile of expectations that students overall produced then one result would be an identification of variation amongst the students on a course. Supposing there was little variation. It would then be appropriate to use a standard package of units to teach the course and a common form of assessment: however, if there was significant variation in students' expectations then this might require more customization of the course's content, teaching and assessment. Supposing, on the other hand, that tutors were to compare students' expectations of their course against their actual perceptions of the course. This would provide an indication of the extent to which students are satisfied with their experience of their course. In addition it would highlight certain areas (for example, assessment, amount of contact time, quality of materials) where changes need to be made to create greater student satisfaction.
Unlike other forms of assessment the service template, with its emphasis on identifying gaps that require action to ensure appropriate fit, would clearly have an important role to play in Higher Education. Simpler forms of evaluation provide information that is usually summative, difficult to analyse and whose links with the providers' perceptions of their course are tenuous. However, the data that the template could provide would inevitably require concomitant action. Moreover, as can be seen from the examples provided above, it has the further advantage of identifying information that can benefit both students learning and tutors teaching on their course, as well as aiding course design and providing rich formative and summative evaluation.
What would such a Higher Education template look like? Let us take as an example a distance education course offered to post-graduate students and assume that there are six general areas that are of particular interest to our imaginary course team, in that the team are interested in how the students' expectations of their course were matched by their actual perception of the course. These six areas would possibly be identified as pre-course information, the teaching process, assessment, the course structure, the attended elements and tutor contact, with each of these being further divided into more specific areas. How would the course team evaluate these areas of their course?
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One approach would be to run a questionnaire with students, with all the problems of analysis that such an approach generates. If, however, some form of a service template were used then the simplicity of the evaluative tool becomes clear. The six general areas of concern have already been identified and, for the sake of this example, we will present only one specific concern for each of these general areas. Each of these specific concerns then needs to be presented as extremes on a scale which students can use to identify their expectations and actual perceptions of the course under consideration. The result would be graphically represented as follows (Figure 2 If this template were to be presented to the course team for discussion, the results of the evaluation can easily be seen, in that where the two lines of the gap diverge then the match (or 'fit') between what the students expected and what they actually perceived the course as providing is slight, whereas where the two lines converge then the fit is closer. Thus what students expected of the course assessment and what they actually perceived themselves as receiving is, in the specific case of 'size of pieces of work', fairly close. The same is true of aspects of the teaching process and the attended elements of their distance course. However, there is clearly a significant mis-match between what students expected of the accessibility of their tutors and their actual experience of tutor contact, an important area of possible dissatisfaction with the course which would obviously need to be addressed by the course team.
Clearly this tool is simple to use and does meet one of its more important objectives, namely to provide a quick and easy graphical representation of the kind of fit between student expectation and course provision. It is certainly an improvement on the simple questionnaire approach to evaluation, which proliferates and which does little but provide comment on factors that have been identified by those who construct the questionnaire -that is, the course providers. In this respect such evaluations are more appropriate to the manufacturing industries' concept of fit, in that it is the provider who is identifying what factors are to be identified as 'fitting' or not, with the customer reduced to the role of commenting on the factors identified by the provider/manufacturer in a summative way. It is for this reason that we would agree with Pastoll that 'a necessary condition for an "evaluation" to lead to genuine improvement is that evaluative criteria employed by the student become reconciled with those employed by the teachers who run the course' (Pastoll, 1985: 289) . In one way at least the service template appears to allow this to occur in that it provides a means whereby the evaluative criteria offered by the providers are themselves evaluated by those receiving the service. In addition it has the further flexibility of being both formative and summative.
Is Higher Education an Example of a Service Industry?
Up to this point we have left unexamined the important question of whether the kinds of teaching on offer in Higher Education are examples of a service industry. Superficially at least there do appear to be many similarities. Higher Education does offer a service, loosely defined, to its 'customers', the service of education. In the same way that one might pay a lawyer for their legal services, a designer for their designing skills or a hotel for its accommodation, a prospective student approaches a university for its services. The service template, then, might well come into play to assist the university in evaluating and improving its service to the student and also give the student a genuine opportunity to comment on that service.
There is, however, one important difference between service industries and Higher Education, even in a climate dominated by managerialism and the discourse of the market. Without in any way detracting from student autonomy or
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the right of students to comment on the kind of 'service' they receive it has to be accepted that it is a necessary condition of being a student that students lack the overall understanding of their course, both its content and its underlying rationale. If they did possess such understanding then what would be the point of them studying the course?
Notice that this phenomenon is very different from the examples of service industries cited earlier. One could have a firm grasp of law, a keen design sense or even own a hotel and yet still imagine situations where one might want to call on the services of a lawyer, designer or hotelier. There is no contradiction involved in any of these cases. Yet if one already had all the knowledge of a particular course and understood the detail of its rationale then it would be strange to want to sign up for that course as a student. In an important sense such a person would not be a student, for how could they acquire through study what they already possessed?
It is this aspect of Higher Education's provision that identifies it as being dissimilar from service industries per se. In an important sense, part of the service that the 'customer' seeks in higher education is the opportunity to identify through direct experience what the content, value and underlying rationale of that service are. To put this another way, a student joins a course without knowing exactly what it is they will receive as a result of graduating from that course. However, a customer approaching any other service industry would ordinarily know, if only approximately, what service they require and what would result from having received that service.
The fact that the 'customer' in Higher Education does not have a clear idea of what they are about to 'purchase' is an important difference between service industries and Higher Education. We will return in a moment to examine ways in which we would want to distinguish the paradigm of evaluation that we are operating with from other types. However, it is clear from what has already been argued that evaluation systems that make the student the sole judge of a course ignore this significant difference, if only because students cannot make valid summative judgements about a course before they have fully experienced that course. If students' evaluation of their course is the only criterion for evaluating the course then, in the same way as if only the course providers' views of a course were to be considered, the resulting evaluation is hopelessly biased and misinformed. Thus such traditional forms of course evaluation cannot support valid and effective formative or summative judgements about a course, nor can they be used as a basis for planning future developments of that course.
The Template Project and Course Evaluation
Our own research into the area of course evaluation sets out to take into account these features of the original service template research. In particular we have been concerned:
• to apply an evaluative tool which appears to be very effective in the world of business to the world of education;
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• to design a tool which can properly reflect the concerns of both partners involved in Higher Education's course design and delivery; • to ensure that the evaluative tool properly takes account of the varied contexts within which Higher Education courses operate; • to be aware of important differences between Higher Education and the market philosophy of business.
In addition we have identified a particular problem with evaluating courses that are offered in distance mode. Bearing in mind the fact that there is a growth in this form of education in universities and that it is significantly different from the traditional face-to-face form of teaching then it is obviously of some importance that appropriate forms of formative and summative evaluation be used. For example, given the fact that students on distance courses cannot easily attend their university to take part in course evaluation meetings, it is natural to attempt to use a simple questionnaire approach to evaluation and to assume that this properly represents the voice of the student body. However, as we argued earlier, such an approach is highly selective and only allows those elements of the student voice to be heard that have previously been identified by the course providers through their questionnaire design. Moreover, there is every chance that the teachers on the courses being considered will not have their voice heard either, in that most will have little or no chance of making an input into the questionnaire being used 'on' students. As a result both students and teachers can experience a certain disenchantment with the evaluation process in which it is seen as merely a bureaucratic hoop that has be jumped through, rather than as an 'essential component in the range of practices we establish so as to provide effective opportunities for learning' (Thorpe, 1988: 3) , where those opportunities are available to both students and teachers. With these principles in mind we approached the construction of a course evaluation template in the following way. The first stage of the project consisted of identifying what aspects of the complex processes of distance education should feature on the template. We recognized that unless this was tightly specified the template could become quite unwieldy, but decided that we would seek the views and draw on the experiences of as many of those involved with our distance courses as possible. We used a multi-staged approach, first brain-storming with students to identify key aspects of their experience of distance learning, followed by a similar session with course providers.
The second stage of the project required the team to combine these two sets of information so as to produce a questionnaire that could be used with students in order that they might accurately comment on key aspects of their distance learning course. In many ways this aspect of the project was the most difficult. There was an enormous amount of data which had to be re-structured so as to be manageable, but in a way that would not compromise the richness of the information that we hoped to generate from the template. Eventually we were able to produce six main categories, as follows:
1. Your decision to join your distance learning course; 2. Perceptions of the central features of distance learning courses;
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3. Course satisfaction; 4. Course materials; 5. The attended element of the course; 6. Course assessment. A series of questions were then formulated to pick out key elements within each of these categories and the questionnaire was piloted extensively. The result of this process was a final version of the questionnaire that would operate as a tool to produce the course elements that would feature on the template.
The third stage of the project required us to identify the relative importance of these features. This was done with a questionnaire-survey of three different types of distance learning courses. These were drawn from various courses, with the sample size and percentage response rate indicated ( Table 1) .
The team are currently in the fourth, and potentially most delicate, stage of the project. This requires us to analyse the data that have been generated without losing their richness, a task that is proving exceptionally complex as we attempt to identify specific features of a template from the wide-ranging questionnaire responses. The aim, of course, is to use the results of the analysis to produce a service template for Higher Education that will, in the first instance at least, be applicable to the evaluation of post-graduate distance learning courses.
The results of the preliminary analysis of the questionnaire are very encouraging. Those aspects of distance education which are particularly important to students have been clearly identified, with a high degree of consensus across all the courses surveyed. For example, in the section of the questionnaire concerned with aspects of assessment, relevance of assignments and quality of feedback were considered very important by all students, no matter which course they were on. The combination of qualitative and quantitative methods has produced a set of clear focused results, justifying the use of this eclectic approach. The fact that the information has come directly from the students themselves should give these results a high degree of validity.
The analysis of the data was somewhat restricted by the use of an ordinal scale, allowing only the use of statistical ranking techniques, but the results themselves were so clear-cut that this was rarely a problem. The major step after analysing the questionnaire was the construction of the template itself. Choosing suitable end-points for the template questions was not always a simple exercise, because these end-points needed to be much more specific than the questions used in the questionnaire and at the same time needed to be value-free. For example, in the case of relevance of assignments the end-points became 'assignments located in the students' own professional experience' and 'assignments based on provided materials'. It will therefore be important to pilot the items very carefully, a process in which we are now involved. The first trials of the template are also promising, with gaps between student expectation and experience showing up very clearly. It is hoped that a full report of the detailed findings will be available for publication in the near future. The project will then move into its sixth stage, validation, and then finally to the seventh stage of dissemination.
The Template Project and Paradigms of Evaluation
We introduced this article by touching on the context within which evaluation now operates in Higher Education in the UK, but we now need to address this issue more directly. How has the context within which our concern was to identify a single, simple, tool for formative and summative evaluation shaped our approach to the design of that tool? That is, we would agree with Scriven that evaluation 'needs to be set in some theoretical framework' (Scriven, 1996: 395) and so it is that framework of our assumptions we now wish to examine.
The last decade or so has witnessed a number of identifications of different approaches to evaluation. For example, in his editorial introducing the journal Evaluation, Elliot Stern talks of at least five different evaluative traditions, one of which, 'quality assurance and control processes', would seem to fit the Template Project's approach (Stern, 1995: 5) . He continues by highlighting a number of critical issues, in particular the conflict between two paradigms of evaluation, the positivist and constructivist, the 'top-down' managerial approach as compared to the 'bottom-up . . . participative' approach and finally 'professionally led . . . evaluation activities and those that place various "users" . . . at the centre of their universe' (Stern, 1995: 5) . It is relatively simple for us to address two of these critical issues. As can readily be seen from our description of the Template Project we have gone to great lengths to avoid a managerial approach to course evaluation and, because of the unique nature of distance education courses, we have inevitably placed the student at the very centre of the evaluation process.
Henkel's research has shown that evaluation tools taken by HEFCE from the world of management are unlikely to be readily accepted in the different world of Higher Education, especially when their use raises problems of academic autonomy apparently being infringed by external public accountability (Henkel, 1997) . We would argue that the template as an evaluative tool would gain acceptance from both the academics who use it and HEFCE. Those academics who have taken part in trials of the template have quickly appreciated its pragmatic worth: it provides useful information to all involved with the evaluation and also, as it is 'owned' by those using it there is no question of their autonomy being threatened. On the other hand, HEFCE should be satisfied with the fact that 'fitness for purpose' and the central focus on the 'breadth and depth of the students' learning experience' are both criteria that the template meets (HEFCE, 1993 , cited in Henkel, 1997 . Taken in this way the template can be interpreted as allowing for a reconciliation of 'public accountability . . . with academic autonomy' (Henkel, 1997: 12) .
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There is, however, one of Stern's critical issues that remains to be addressed, namely the debate between the positivist and constructivist paradigms of evaluation. This debate has been well described in Guba and Lincoln's Fourth Generation Evaluation in terms of four generations of evaluation in which the first three historical types of evaluation have the common problems of 'a tendency towards managerialism, a failure to accommodate value-pluralism, and overcommitment to the scientific paradigm of inquiry' (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 31-2) . They argue that their approach to evaluation avoids these three problems by addressing 'the myriad human, political, social, cultural and contextual elements' that are part of any evaluation (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 8) and in six key features of their form of evaluation they stress what they term their 'constructivist methodology' (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 11) . There is much here that we would agree with, but one aspect of this constructivist paradigm we would draw back from, the extreme relativism that is part of their 'ontological assumption that realities . . . are mental constructions' (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 19, note 1) . This position has been totally discredited in modern philosophy (see Gilroy, 1996: 32-4) . Indeed, if it were in fact correct it could not be expressed, for the simple reason that its expression is a 'mental construction' and there would be presumably as many constructions as people experiencing them.
Our approach is not one that tries to redesign such constructivism (see Laughlin and Broadbent, 1996: 447) . Rather in rejecting positivist managerialism we are accepting that both parties who experience a course (that is the students and their course designers) create what can be seen as a Popperian Third World of Reality (see Popper, 1972: 117-18 ) which they share. The template is designed to use both parties' perceptions of their reality so as to ensure that if there is a significant mismatch between them it can quickly be addressed. In so doing the template can be seen as being 'sensitive to the variety of groups . . . involved during the course of an evaluation . . . [so as to] take account of their values and expectations' (Beywl and Potter, 1998: 53) without at the same time elevating one set of values or expectations over another.
Conclusion
This article has concentrated on introducing the rationale and design of our research project. We are currently piloting the template in a number of different locations across a variety of subject areas and will be incorporating the results of these pilots into the research. In effect we have set out to meet the challenge made by Staughton and Williams (1994) , namely to examine whether a service template can be made generic to other service industries. At present we are trying to establish whether, with a number of important modifications that take account of the different conception of 'service' that applies in education, a particular form of service template could usefully inform course provision in Higher Education, especially that offered through different forms of distance learning. Once the results of these trials have been analysed we will then be able to argue more strongly for the usefulness of the template, especially in improving the learning of both staff and students. M A R G A R E T R A N G E C RO F T is a Senior Lecturer at Sheffield Hallam University with particular interests in statistical education (at both school and university levels), distance education and graphicacy. She was previously a primary school teacher in the West Riding and Sheffield and is currently researching distance education.
D R TO N Y T R I C K E R is a Principal Lecturer in Applied Statistics at the School of Computing and Management Sciences, Sheffield Hallam University. He has published widely in the field of statistics, the main areas being the precision of measurement and statistical process control. At present he is Programme Director of a large distance learning MSc.
